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Abstract: This paper analyses the cultural vocabulary of two ELT textbooks from 
two different levels of Spanish education, i.e. 4th grade of secondary education and 2nd 
baccalaureate. The words obtained were extracted from the vocabulary and reading 
DFWLYLWLHVDQGFODVVLÀHGE\PHDQVRID OLVWRIFXOWXUDOFDWHJRULHV %\UDP	0RUJDQ
&RPPRQ(XURSHDQ)UDPHZRUNRI5HIHUHQFH2XUÀQGLQJVUHYHDOWKDWWKH
total number of words related to culture encountered in both textbooks is not balanced. 
%HVLGHV JHRJUDSKLFDO ORFDWLRQV DQG IDPRXV RU LQÁXHQW FKDUDFWHUV DUH KLJKOLJKWHG
leaving aside controversial topics. Finally, the ELT textbooks analysed tend to focus 
on the target culture.
Keywords: Vocabulary, ELT textbooks, source culture, target culture, international 
culture.
Título en español: “Un análisis del vocabulario cultural presente en los libros de texto 
de inglés como lengua extranjera”.
Resumen: Este trabajo analiza los resultados obtenidos en el análisis del vocabulario con 
contenido cultural de dos libros de texto de inglés utilizados en dos niveles distintos del 
sistema educativo español: 4º de Educación Secundaria Obligatoria y 2º de bachillerato. 
Las palabras fueron extraídas de las actividades de compresión escrita y vocabulario y 
FODVLÀFDGDVFRQODD\XGDGHGRVOLVWDVGHFDWHJRUtDVFXOWXUDOHV%\UDP\0RUJDQ
MCER, 2001). Los resultados revelan que el número de palabras con contenido cultural 
de ambos textos no están equilibradas. Además, se concede mucha importancia a la local-
L]DFLyQJHRJUiÀFD\ORVSHUVRQDMHVLPSRUWDQWHVGHMDQGRDXQODGRWHPDVFRQWURYHUWLGRV
Por último, los libros analizados tienden a centrarse en la cultura meta.
Palabras clave: Vocabulario, libros de textos de inglés como lengua extranjera, cultura 
origen, cultura meta, cultura internacional.
1. INTRODUCTION
The notion of Intercultural Competence (IC) regarding foreign language teaching 
(FLT) started to develop some decades ago (Risager, 1990; Byram & Esarte-Sarries, 1991; 
Kramsch, 1993; Byram, 1997). However, it was not until recent years when it gained 
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ground among researchers and textbook publishers. IC is a necessary skill for students’ 
success in interactions with members of different cultures to raise self-awareness of one’s 
own culture and cultural values (Sercu, 2005; Deardorff, 2006; Vrbová, 2006; Wu, 2010; 
Paricio Tato, 2014).
2QWKHRWKHUKDQGYRFDEXODU\KDVDFKLHYHGDJUHDWLQÁXHQFHLQ)/7GXHWRLWVHVVHQ-
WLDOUROHLQWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIODQJXDJHSURÀFLHQF\9HUKRHYHQ-LPpQH]*DUFtD
& Pearson, 1996; Nagy, 1997; Hu & Nation, 2000). What is more, vocabulary and culture 
are extremely linked as words and expressions may vary their meaning and implications 
in different languages since they are conditioned by communities’ beliefs and ideas (Wil-
liams, 1976; Wierzbicka, 1997). Nevertheless, there is a scarcity of research which explores 
culturally-related vocabulary in ELT textbooks. Hence, this study aims to explore how the 
cultural component regarding vocabulary is represented and addressed in two textbooks 
implemented in the last year of secondary school and baccalaureate from a secondary school 
located in the north of Spain. We are interested in examining if culturally-related vocab-
ulary is considered equally important at different levels of education, and how culturally 
related words are treated through teaching activities. We will also pay close attention to the 
ways target, source and international cultures are represented along the books. Hence, we 
review studies dealing with culture, Intercultural Competence (IC) and cultural content in 
ELT textbooks. Report of the study conducted with its methodology, main results found 
and interpretation of the same follows. We conclude pointing out some lines for further 
research trying to overcome the main limitations of the present study.
2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1. Culture and Intercultural Communication (IC) in ELT textbooks
&XOWXUHLVZKDWJLYHVVKDSHDQGGHÀQHDOOKXPDQEHLQJV,WLQFOXGHVDFFHSWLQJDVHULHV
RIDVVXPSWLRQVDQGSUDFWLFHVZKLFKDUHLQVLGHDVSHFLÀFFXOWXUDOFRQWH[W/LGGLFRDWDQG
Scarino, 2013). The notion of culture in FLT implies target and source culture (Risager, 1990; 
Kramsch, 1993; Byram, 1997). Source culture refers to students’ native culture, whereas 
target culture is that culture or cultures involved in the study of a language. In more recent 
WLPHVDWKLUGVXEW\SHKDVEHHQDGGHGWRWKLVFODVVLÀFDWLRQLQWHUQDWLRQDOFXOWXUH&RUWD]]L
and Jin, 1999; Tas, 2010). This later type of culture includes those cultures which are neither 
the native culture nor the culture which is the object of study.
The term culture formed the basis for Intercultural Communication (IC). Byram and 
)OHPLQJGHÀQH,&DVWKHDELOLW\WKDWSHRSOHZKRSDUWLFLSDWHLQGLIIHUHQWFXOWXUDOFRQWH[WV
have to “reconcile or mediate between different modes present” (1998: 12). As can be no-
ticed, culture and IC are interwoven, but we can differentiate between both concepts since 
the cultural perspective focuses its attention on a culture which is external to the learner 
while the intercultural integrates learners’ own culture in the process of learning (Liddicoat 
and Scarino, 2013).
Foreign language textbooks are designed to form students in a concrete language. But 
what is a language but the representation of a culture? As Byram and Risager state “language 
contains culture; it carries its culture in it as it is a resource of cultural information of a 
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concrete community” (1999: 147). This culture can cause breakdowns in communication 
among learners and native speakers (Kramsch, 1993). Hence, culture should receive proper 
treatment in language teaching not only by the teacher but also by the textbooks used in 
the classroom. Textbooks are not just a mere source of knowledge but the representation 
that students have of different societies and their respective values. For this reason, if used 
properly, textbooks should be considered as a potential tool to foster IC in the classroom.
The &RPPRQ(XURSHDQ)UDPHZRUNRI5HIHUHQFHIRU/DQJXDJHV(CEFR) (2001) was 
compiled by the Council of Europe and serves as a common basis for the elaboration of 
textbooks. The CEFR insists on the idea that foreign language learners should acquire the so-
called intercultural know-how skills (VDYRLUIDLUH) which include social, living, vocational, 
professional and leisure skills. It also determines that students should acquire the ability to 
relate the culture of origin with the foreign culture to solve intercultural misunderstanding 
and distinguish stereotypes. Finally, this document also claims that communicative language 
competence should include the linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic component. Re-
garding the sociolinguistic competence, it highlights that language communication within 
different cultures is affected by the sociolinguistic component. As a consequence, social 
conventions affecting both languages should be taught in FL courses.
Textbook researchers started gradually to pay more attention to ELT textbooks and 
several studies emphasized the importance of culture and context in the FLT as an essential 
part to foster L2 learning (Byram, 1989; Byram and Esarte-Sarries, 1991; Kramsch, 1993). 
What is more, it has been claimed that textbooks or any type of teaching material should be 
capable of giving information about the language and culture that is being learned (Sercu, 
2005; Liddicoat and Scarino, 2013). Similarly, scholars have attempted to make a list of 
topics with cultural content that should be present in ELT textbooks (Risager, 1990; Byram 
DQG0RUJDQ&()56HUFX7KHVH OLVWVKDYHKDGJUHDW LQÁXHQFHRQ
textbook research, which has become a crucial part in the development and improvement 
of teaching materials, paying close attention to the development of students’ IC.
As far as the representation of different cultures in ELT textbooks is concerned, Kramsch 
(1993) stated that there should be a balance between the representation of the target and 
the source culture. Furthermore the UNESCO (Pingel, 2010) and the CEFR (2001) estab-
lished that international understanding should be promoted through textbooks and, as a 
consequence, different cultures should be represented in textbooks in proportion. In other 
words, textbooks should include three types of culture: target culture, source culture and 
international cultures (Cortazzi and Jin, 1999; Tas, 2010). However, content analyses of 
English textbooks have proved that the representation of these three subtypes of culture is 
not balanced. There is a tendency to represent the target culture as predominant whereas 
the source culture and international cultures are scarcely introduced (Méndez García, 2000; 
Vrbová, 2006; Hamiloglu and Mendi, 2010; Yuen, 2011). As a result, the capacity that a 
student is supposed to acquire regarding the CEFR in order to assimilate and understand 
other cultures by comparing them to their own or to another is affected (Risager, 1990; 
Vrbová, 2006; Wu, 2010).
6RPHRIWKHVHDQDO\VHVKDYHQRWRQO\SURYHGWKDWWKHFXOWXUDOFRPSRQHQWLVLQVXIÀFLHQW
and imbalanced but there is also a tendency to create stereotypes. The student is provided 
ZLWKVRPHDVSHFWVRIWKHWDUJHWFXOWXUH²ZKLFKDUHPRVWO\PRGLÀHG³DQGWKH\DFFHSWWKHP
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as true and do not attempt to question them. This can lead to the construction of negative or 
even positive stereotypes; neither of them is good since they create a preconceived image 
of the aforesaid culture (Méndez García, 2000; Siddiqie, 2011).
Having shown the importance given to the cultural component of ELT textbooks in 
different countries, we now move on to address the importance that vocabulary plays in 
ELT textbooks to foster IC.
2.2. Vocabulary in ELT textbooks and its cultural component.
Vocabulary knowledge is acknowledged to be of paramount importance to facilitate 
students’ interaction in the foreign language. Thus, those learners with a limited vocabulary 
UHSHUWRLUHÀQGPRUHGLIÀFXOWLHVZKHQUHDGLQJDQGZULWLQJWH[WVLQWKH/9HUKRHYHQ
Jiménez, García & Pearson, 1996; Nagy, 1997; Hu and Nation, 2000).
As abovementioned, textbooks are the main tool a teacher has in language teaching; 
as a consequence, they are also the main vocabulary provider for students. For this reason, 
the selection of vocabulary and the activities which deal with vocabulary have become the 
main focus of scholars’ attention (Jiménez Catalán and Mancebo Francisco, 2008; Criado, 
2009; Criado and Sánchez, 2012).
Vocabulary is strongly linked to culture since words are different in each language not 
RQO\LQWKHLUIRUPEXWLQWKHLUPHDQLQJVLQFHWKH\DUHDIIHFWHGVLJQLÀFDQWO\E\WKHIHHOLQJV
ideas and experiences that are shared by the community in which they occur (Williams, 
1976; Wierzbicka, 1997; Bennett, Grossberg and Morris, 2005). In the same vein, the 
CEFR (2001) emphasizes that the cognitive organization of vocabulary and expressions 
is given by cultural features of those communities which the speaker has been in contact 
ZLWK0RUHRYHUWKHOH[LFRQLVDOLQJXLVWLFIRUPZKHUHWKHLQÁXHQFHRIFXOWXUHFRXOGEH
more noticeable and words can encode “culturally context conceptual systems” (Liddicoat 
and Scarino, 2013: 28). As words carry a great loading of meaning and connotations, their 
incorrect use or the lack of understanding or familiarity with the culture that surrounds 
them can lead to a misunderstanding in conversation and even provoke a breakdown in 
communication (Dimitrijevic, 1977).
Despite culture has been considered something inherent to language and its lexicon, 
little research has been conducted about culture-related vocabulary in ELT textbooks. To 
our knowledge only two studies based on the content analysis of the culture-related vocab-
ulary in English textbooks have been published (Georgievska, 2000; Mahmood, Asghar 
DQG+XVVDLQ*HRUJLHYVNDFRQGXFWHGDQDQDO\VLVRIWZRWH[WERRNVWKHÀUVW
is the one used by secondary English students in Macedonia and it is locally-produced. The 
second textbook is the internationally used +HDGZD\,QWHUPHGLDWH. In order to compare both 
books, she offers a general description of the treatment of the cultural component on those 
textbooks and then, she analyses them separately following Byram and Morgan’s list (1994) 
DQG5LVDJHU·VIRXUFDWHJRU\JXLGHIRUWKHDVVHVVPHQWRI,&+HUÀQGLQJVSURYHWKDW
both books have gaps regarding socio-cultural vocabulary and when good opportunities of 
YRFDEXODU\UHODWHGWRFXOWXUHDUHJLYHQFXOWXUDOFRQQRWDWLRQVDUHQRWVSHFLÀHG
Mahmood, Asghar and Hussain (2012) also followed Byram and Morgan’s model of 
exploration of cultural content in order to carry out a quantitative content analysis of an 
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ELT textbook in Pakistan. The main aim of their analysis was to establish which culture is 
predominant in the textbook and if there were references to learners’ native culture. The lack 
of information about the students’ native culture was their main concern and they claimed 
that textbooks should represent just the target culture and avoid representing international 
cultures. To our knowledge, there is a lack of research concerning the intercultural compo-
nent present in the vocabulary included in ELT textbooks used in Spanish secondary school. 
Hence, this paper attempts to answer the following research questions:
RQ1: Is the intercultural component present in the vocabulary contained the textbooks 
analysed in the present study?
RQ2: How are the different cultures (target, source and international) treated in those 
textbooks?
3. METHODOLOGY
The present study examines the cultural content of two textbooks used at two different 
levels in the same secondary school in La Rioja (Spain). The high school chosen is known 
because of its wide educational offer and its multicultural community of students. Regarding 
its educational offer, it is the only secondary school in the city which has an international 
EDFFDODXUHDWH/LNHZLVHLWDOVRSURYLGHVWKHVWXGHQWZLWKWKHRSWLRQRIMRLQLQJWKH2IÀFLDO
6FKRRORI/DQJXDJHVSURJUDPLQRUGHUWRJDLQDFFHVVWRDQRIÀFLDOFHUWLÀFDWHRI(QJOLVK
7KHÀUVWWH[WERRNDQDO\VHGZDVEnglish Alive 4 (Wetz, 2008). This textbook is designed 
for students from the last year of compulsory secondary education; the ages of students 
DWWKLVVWDJHRIHGXFDWLRQDUHDURXQGÀIWHHQDQGVL[WHHQ7KHVHFRQGWH[WERRNis Aspire 
8SSHULQWHUPHGLDWH (Dummett, Benne & Crossley. 2012). This textbook is addressed to 
students with a B1 level accredited and want to progress to B2. It is used in the ordinary 
FXUULFXOXPRIQGEDFFDODXUHDWHDVZHOODVLQWKH2IÀFLDO6FKRRORI/DQJXDJHVSURJUDP
by students around seventeen and eighteen years old.
In order to conduct the analysis of the vocabulary present in both textbooks, we made 
DFODVVLÀFDWLRQE\WRSLFVH[WUDFWHGIURPWKHWH[WERRNVLQRUGHUWRPHDVXUHWKHQXPEHURI
words and their nature. For this reason, a list of cultural-related topics was created. Its de-
sign was based mainly on Byram and Morgan’s (1994) and the CEFR’s (2001) lists. This 
FODVVLÀFDWLRQLVUHOHYDQWIRUWKLVVWXG\DVLWZLOODOORZVWDWLQJZKLFKFXOWXUDOWRSLFVDUHWKH
more recurrent and which of those are left aside by textbook publishers. As illustrated in 
table 1, the list includes twelve categories which represent different aspects of culture:
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Everyday living Food, working, school, holidays, leisure activities, clothes, hou-sing.
Cultural heritage Famous monuments and people, literature, TV shows, movies, music.
National identity Languages, religions, nationality, history, humour, art and politics from different cultures.
Popular culture
Rites, traditions, celebrations, festivals, social conventions, 
dances, discos, religious observances and values, types of music, 
among others.
Society Living standards, classes, urban tribes, minorities, family structu-res, regional cultures and subcultures.
Geography Countries, continents, cities, towns, streets.
Stereotypes Typical features attributed to certain cultures.
Language Borrowings, informal register, idioms, collocations.
Worldwide issues Political, economic, social and environmental issues.
Institutions and 
organizations 2IÀFLDOLQVWLWXWLRQVDQGRUJDQL]DWLRQVIURPGLIIHUHQWFRXQWULHV
Varieties Words from other varieties of English.
Social interaction Greetings, apologies, politeness
7DEOH7RSLFVIRUWKHFODVVLÀFDWLRQRIFXOWXUDOZRUGV
7KHÀUVWWRSLFHYHU\GD\OLYLQJZDVVHOHFWHGGLUHFWO\IURPWKH&()51HYHU-
theless, it adds some aspects such as housing. Similarly, stereotypes, geography, cultural 
heritage and institutions and organizations were extracted directly from Byram and Mor-
JDQ·VOLVWXQGHUQRPRGLÀFDWLRQ7KHWRSLFRIQDWLRQDOLGHQWLW\%\UDP	0RUJDQ
1994) encompasses two different categories: belief and behaviour. It covers aspects such as 
moral, religious beliefs, national history and historical events. Popular Culture is a mixture 
of some aspects covered by the category of belief and behaviour (Byram & Morgan, 1994) 
as the routines of behaviour from daily life and, the category of ritual behaviour proposed 
by the CEFR (2001). Society is also treated as social identity and social groups (Byram & 
Morgan, 1994) and as values, beliefs, attitudes and interpersonal relations (CEFR, 2001). 
As there was no area of study in Byram and Morgan’s (1994) and the CEFR’s (2001) lists 
regarding language, worldwide issues, varieties and social interaction it was considered 
necessary to add these three topics to the list since they represent a vital part of IC.
Data management and analysis was performed by classifying and obtaining quantities 
and percentages using Microsoft Excel©(DFKFODVVLÀFDWLRQZDVGRQHVHSDUDWHO\LQRUGHU
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to obtain different quantities and percentages from each textbook so we could proceed to 
compare them.
4. RESULTS
5HJDUGLQJRXUÀUVWUHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQ54,VWKHLQWHUFXOWXUDOFRPSRQHQWSUHVHQWLQ
the vocabulary contained in the textbooks analysed in the present study?), three aspects 
will be considered: (1) the total number of culture words in each textbook; (2) those three 
categories with the highest results; (3) those three categories with the lowest results.
Words which imply cultural connotations were extracted from each unit of both textbooks 
and categorized in table 1 (see section 3 above). As shown in Table 2, the total number of 
words differs in the two textbooks under examination; $VSLUH8SSHU,QWHUPHGLDWH (AUI) con-
tains 405 more words than English Alive 4 (EA4). However, these data should be taken with 
caution since AUI contains two more units than EA4. Thus, we controlled for the number of 
SDJHVERWKERRNVFRQWDLQHGDQGRXUÀQGLQJVVXUSULVLQJO\UHYHDOOLWWOHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKH
vocabulary input of each textbook. The quantity of words belonging to each topic and their 
percentages with respect to the total number of words are shown in the table below:
English Alive 4 Aspire Upper-intermediate
TOPICS WORDS PERCENTAGE WORDS PERCENTAGE
Cultural Heritage 66 17.05% 59 7.45%
Geography 60 15.50% 113 14.27%
Popular Culture 53 13.70% 134 16.92%
Language 46 11.89% 101 12.75%
Everyday living 46 11.89% 106 13.38%
National Identity 23 5.94% 40 5.05%
Varieties 17 4.39% 0 0%
Society 13 3.36% 36 4.55%
Worldwide Issues 7 1.81% 36 4.55%
Institutions and 
organizations 7 1.81% 13 1.64%
Stereotypes 6 1.55% 3 0.38%
Social interaction 43 11.11% 151 19.07%
TOTAL 387 792
Table 2. Cultural words contained in both textbooks
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As illustrated in table 2, cultural heritage, geography and popular culture are those 
categories which have more representation in the vocabulary contained in EA4. As could 
be expected, the results indicate the existence of several categories which coincide in their 
position. Both textbooks share two of the three top categories and two of the three last 
categories. Thus, cultural heritage is the category with the highest results in EA4. A very 
high percentage of the words encountered are proper names of celebrities. There is limited 
UHIHUHQFHWRLQWHOOHFWXDOVRUSHRSOHZKRKDYHLQÁXHQFHGLQWKHKLVWRU\RIDVSHFLÀFFXOWXUH
(e.g. Mother Teresa of Calcutta or Leonardo Da Vinci, who only represent 12.12% of the 
words which included in this category). Similarly, 12.12% of these well-known people are 
neither American nor British. In addition, hardly any (3.03%) of these characters are from 
a Spanish-speaking country. In AUI, only 8.34% of those words are related to celebrities 
or bands such as Jamie Oliver or Pink Floyd. Moreover, 56.67% of the words related to 
cultural heritage refer to popular artists or writers such as Leonardo Da Vinci or Shake-
speare. Unlike EA4, a higher percentage (22.03%) of the celebrities is neither British nor 
American in AUI. Nevertheless, no mention was encountered to individuals from Spain or 
any Spanish-speaking country.
Geography obtains one of the highest results in both textbooks. In EA4, more than 
a third of the words from this category (37.70%) refer to geographical locations situated 
in the UK, while 31.15% are not English-speaking countries or cities. Spanish-speaking 
countries only represent 3.33% of the total words. Regarding AUI, 50.44% of the words 
about geography do not belong to English-speaking countries or cities. Furthermore, only 
10.62% of these locations belong to the UK. Similarly to EA4, Spanish-speaking countries 
only represent 4.42% of total words. Therefore, it can be concluded that geography plays 
a vital role in ELT textbooks. However, there are clear differences between the results 
obtained from both textbooks. EA4 is addressed to younger students who may lack some 
geographical knowledge which older students are more likely to have. For this reason, 
more information was expected about locations (cities, towns, states, or streets) mentioned 
in the textbook. Nevertheless, despite being addressed to an older market, AUI does pro-
vide students with the exact location (country) of the city or town which is mentioned in 
a text. In the case of the latter, the geographical information given by the textbook seems 
to be conditioned by the idea that the student has the previous geographical knowledge of 
DVSHFLÀFORFDWLRQ$VDUHVXOWWKRVHOHDUQHUVZKRGRQRWNQRZZKHUHDORFDWLRQLVPD\
ÀQGSUREOHPVWRDVVRFLDWHDJLYHQSODFHZLWKLWVORFDWLRQWKHUHIRUHWKH\PD\QRWJDLQWKLV
cultural fact due to their lack of background knowledge.
Popular culture, at least from a quantitative point of view, seems to be also a recurrent 
category. Nevertheless, analysing the content of this category, our results provide consistent 
evidence to state that it is treated differently in each textbook. AUI avoids covering con-
troversial topics such as religion, since no data was found about this topic in the textbook 
and there is a notable preference to talk about festivals and traditional holidays instead. In 
contrast, 11.32% of EA4 words are related to religion, especially, Christianity. This dif-
ference between both textbooks can be partly explained by the fact that EA4 is specially 
published for Spanish students. The condition of Spain as a mainly catholic country could 
have contributed to the use of some words related to Catholicism and could account for 
the lack of references to other religious manifestations.
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Everyday living occupies the fourth position in EA4’s ranking. Only 15.21% of the 
ZRUGVFODVVLÀHGLQWKLVFDWHJRU\UHSUHVHQWHDWLQJKDELWVRUW\SLFDOGLVKHVIDVWIRRGRUÀVK
and chips). 21.74% refer to activities, mostly sports or leisure activities which are not typ-
LFDOIURPDVSHFLÀFFXOWXUHEXWFRPPRQWRDOPRVWDOORIWKHPHJIRRWEDOO,QFRQWUDVW
HYHU\GD\OLYLQJLVRQHRIWKHWRSWKUHHWRSLFVLQ$8,$OPRVWDWKLUGRIWKHZRUGVFODVVLÀHG
(33.02%) refers to professions such as dean or chef, while 27.36% deals with eating habits 
RUW\SLFDOGLVKHVDQGFRPPRQDFWLYLWLHVRIDVSHFLÀFFRPPXQLW\HJNHEDEVWKUHHFRXUVH
meal or garage sales.
As for language, both textbooks present similar results. However, more than a half of 
WKHZRUGVFODVVLÀHGLQ($DUHFROORFDWLRQVHJVD\DSUD\HURUWHOODOLHDQG
only 6.52% are words from another language (e.g. cuaderno or slainte). 9.90% of the words 
categorized in AUI are not English (e.g. zongzi or ponti). In contrast, explicit treatment of 
expressions or idioms represents 17.82% of the total number of words (e.g. many hands 
make light work).
Society is presented similarly in both textbooks to represent a multiracial society. In 
the case of AUI, nearly half (47.22%) of the words make reference to migration and some 
problems that migration could cause in society. Social classes only represent 25% of the 
words contained in this category as it is the case of middle class or slums. In the same vein, 
EA4 shows a high representation (42.86%) of a multicultural society given by the topic of 
migrations (immigrant or multicultural) while just 14.29% of the words make reference to 
social classes, mostly upper classes (elite or snobs).
Varieties receive little treatment in both textbooks. Thus, AUI makes no reference to 
any variety of English regardless of British English, whereas EA4 refers to American and 
Irish English.
In the category of national identity, words related to nationalities prevail. There is 
OLWWOHRUQRUHIHUHQFHWRVSHFLÀFUHOLJLRQVSROLWLFVRUKLVWRU\OLQNHGWRDFRQFUHWHFRXQWU\
or culture. In EA4, 65.22% of the words allude to nationalities or languages (Spanish or 
Urdu). Only 13.04% talks about historical events (e.g. suffragette movement) or ancient 
civilizations (e.g. Ancient Egypt). Likewise, 50% of the words encountered in AUI refer 
to nationalities and languages (e.g. Mexicans or Greek). Moreover 22.5% of the words 
mention historical events (e.g. The Saxons).
Correspondingly, the evidence we found in the number of terms about Worldwide 
,VVXHVLQ($DQGLQ$8,FRQFXUVZLWKWKHÀQGLQJVRI5LVDJHU
Vrborá (2006) and Wu (2010), with regard to the tendency to avoid socio-political and 
social problems in textbooks,. Both textbooks alluded to the same general problems – mi-
grations, pollution and poverty – and none of these problems receives further treatment 
in any of the textbooks. Probably, the difference in the number of pages and the level of 
each textbook could account for these results. In our view, the avoidance of socio-political 
and social problems may be linked to the fact that these textbooks are addressed to a very 
young market that is not mature enough to face this kind of topics. At the same time not only 
FDQWKH\JHQHUDWHFRQÁLFWLQWKHFODVVURRPEXWLIQRWFRUUHFWO\DQGIXOO\WUHDWHGFDQOHDG
students to assume wrong perspectives and preconceptions about the target culture. From 
our viewpoint, textbooks should remain neutral regarding controversial topics (e.g. religion 
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RUSROLWLFVDQGUXQWKHULVNRIEHLQJTXDOLÀHGDVWRRULJLGDQGJHQHUDO6HUFXRU
contrariwise, they should treat them openly by introducing different cultural perspectives.
As abovementioned, institutions and organizations offer the lowest percentages in both 
WH[WERRNV,Q($PRUHWKDQDKDOIRIWKHZRUGVFODVVLÀHGUHIHUWRRUJDQL]DWLRQV
and NGOs (non-governmental organizations) as in the case MSF (0HGLFLQV6HQV)URQWLHUV) 
or UNICEF. There is very little reference to governmental or religious institutions, only 
two examples were found: Parliament and Catholic Church. Likewise, in AUI 61.54% of 
the words refer to an organization or NGOs such as World Wildlife Found (WWF) or Save 
the Children. As well as in EA4 little or no reference is made to any political (European 
Parliament) or religious institutions.
As for stereotypes, the results obtained in the study were unexpected. Despite the 
fact that Siddiqie (2011) and Méndez García (2000) found that there was a tendency of 
stereotyping in textbooks, we found that stereotypes supposed a small percentage out of 
WKHWRWDOZRUGVFODVVLÀHGLQRXUVWXG\,QWHUHVWLQJO\WKHUHVXOWVIURP($ FRQÀUP0pQGH]
García’s (2000) assertion that some English textbooks tend to represent Spain as a touristic 
destination. Nevertheless, this stereotype was not present in AUI. Australia as a touristic 
destination, British bad eating habits and America as a country of international immigrants 
ZHUHIRXQGLQVWHDG+RZHYHUJLYHQRXUÀQGLQJVDUHEDVHGRQO\RQUHDGLQJFRPSUHKHQVLRQ
exercises and vocabulary activities, the results should be treated with caution.
Finally, social interaction is present at different levels in each textbook. There is notable 
variation regarding the level of the textbook and the situations to which the students are 
exposed. EA4 provides students with a series of expressions which are included in a “phrase 
bank” being these phrases useful for different everyday situations (e.g. suggestions, giving 
news, invitations, and greetings among others). These words and expressions represent the 
highest results of all in AIU. Nevertheless, unlike EA4, there is not any practice on this new 
vocabulary in the vast majority of the cases. Most of these words and expressions (73.50%) 
are found in little boxes around the units in which the students are given a series of useful 
expressions for concrete situations (e.g. expressing opinions, describing rights, reacting to 
information, among others).
As for our second research question (RQ2: How are the different cultures (target, source 
and international) treated in those textbooks?), there are two categories (cultural heritage and 
geography) whose results have contributed to determine how each textbook treats different 
cultures (target, source and international culture). The results evince that there was a great 
unbalance regarding the proportion in which these three subtypes of culture appear in each 
textbook. Firstly, both textbooks coincide in the treatment they give to locations related to 
the target culture as there is little reference to Spanish-speaking countries. From the results, 
the scarce treatment that the target culture received can be clearly noted.
It should be also stressed the fact that international culture and source culture are 
treated very differently in both textbooks. AUI seems to show more interest for distinct 
international cultures and leaves aside places located in the UK. On the contrary, EA4 ap-
pears to be more interested in showing information about the UK and pays less attention 
to international culture.
Similarly, the results in cultural heritage appear to corroborate these different tenden-
cies followed by both textbooks. The analysis of main characters’ nationalities shows that 
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EA4 follows the same tendency as in geography and just 12.12% of the characters are not 
American or British while more than a third are from the US. However, AUI shows a higher 
SHUFHQWDJHUHJDUGLQJIDPRXVÀJXUHVZLWKQDWLRQDOLWLHVGLIIHUHQWIURP$PHULFDQRU%ULWLVK
Likewise, the fact that both textbooks show a lack of famous or important characters from 
the Spanish-speaking world indicates that the source culture is ignored in both. These val-
ues correlate satisfactorily with Vrbová’s (2006), Mahmood, Asghar and Hussain’s (2012), 
Yuen’s (2011) and Mendez García’s (2000) assertions and further support the idea of the 
lack of information about the source culture in English textbooks.
There could be several possible explanations for this outcome. Firstly, AUI is an in-
ternationally-produced textbook in which the authors are not interested in highlighting a 
VSHFLÀFFXOWXUHVLQFHLWLVGHVLJQHGWREHXVHGE\GLIIHUHQWVWXGHQWVDOORYHUWKHZRUOG2QWKH
FRQWUDU\DOWKRXJK($LVDWH[WERRNZKLFKKDVEHHQSXEOLVKHGVSHFLÀFDOO\IRU(62FRP-
pulsory secondary education) students in Spain, it is again published by a big international 
SXEOLVKLQJKRXVHZKLFKLVQRWLQWHUHVWHGLQFHQWULQJWKHLQIRUPDWLRQSURYLGHGRQDVSHFLÀF
culture. Secondly, AUI claims to have fully National Geographic content. This magazine is 
well known by its articles related to geographical, historical and cultural events all over the 
world. Hence, it should include international cultures that could be linked to these events.
5. CONCLUSION
7KUHHPDLQÀQGLQJVVWHPIURPWKHSUHVHQWUHVHDUFKVWXG\)LUVWWKHWRWDOQXPEHURI
words related to culture encountered in both textbooks is not balanced. Hence, our data 
seems to contradict our initial presupposition that higher level textbooks, as is the case of 
$VSLUH8SSHU,QWHUPHGLDWe, should contain a higher number of words related to culture.
Our data also indicate that there is a tendency in both textbooks to highlight geograph-
LFDOORFDWLRQVDQGIDPRXVRULQÁXHQWFKDUDFWHUVOHDYLQJDVLGHFRQWURYHUVLDOWRSLFVZKLFK
can cause tensions in ELT classroom interactions (e.g. politics, socio-politics, economy or 
religion). This constitutes our second main outcome.
7KHSUHVHQWVWXG\KDVDOVRFRQÀUPHGWKDWWKH(/7WH[WERRNVDQDO\VHGWHQGWRIRFXV
on the target culture. This tendency was observed mainly in two of the twelve categories 
analysed: geography and cultural heritage. However, these two categories also demonstrated 
a considerable difference regarding the treatment that the source and international cultures 
received between both textbooks; reinforcing the need of a further analysis.
In the light of the aforementioned outcomes, our research has implications at three 
levels: education, FLT textbooks publishers and researchers. Concerning education, this 
paper has provided evidence about the role these two textbooks play to foster students’ IC 
in classroom contexts. This fact concords with the recommendations given by the CEFR 
(2001), which considers the developing of IC a required skill in language learning. With 
this in mind, teachers should take into consideration the results when choosing the course 
textbook. Additionally, they should be aware of the limitations of textbooks and try to com-
plement with other kind of activities which encourage IC. As far as FL textbooks publishers 
are concerned, this study shed light on those aspects of cultural content in vocabulary which 
seem to need improvement (e.g. treatment of target and international cultures). Moreover, 
WKHVWXG\VKRZVWKDWWH[WERRNVGHVLJQHUVGRQRWIROORZDVSHFLÀFWHQGHQF\LQ,&DVVHVVPHQW
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Some aspects of culture are cleverly treated in one textbook and ignored by the other and 
vice versa. From this point, it can be concluded that textbook designers should reach a 
common goal when promoting IC. Finally, as an avenue for further research, there is need 
to carry out an extensive analysis involving a bigger sample of ELT materials in order to 
analyse deeply those cases in which the present sample of textbooks have strongly differed 
from each other (e.g.: cultural heritage).
Further research needs to be conducted in order to establish whether these differences 
are due to the distinct levels of both textbooks or, in contrast, it is a constant even in books 
of the same level. Furthermore, future studies may include the other skills and sections 
contained in textbooks (e.g. listening, grammar and writing activities) in order to determine 
if this affects somehow the results obtained in the reading and vocabulary tasks.
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